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myths and ancient tales. In the Mahabharata the word is used to denote ancient legendary lore in general, dealing with the stories of gods and the geneology of sages. In the Upanishads, Parana and Itihasa are called the fifth Veda. The Puranas are spoken of in Smritis as meant for the exposition, (Upabrhmana) of the Vedas. Gautama Dharmasutra, the oldest among the preserved codes of law, speaks of Parana as a class of literature and Apastamba Dharmasutra contains some quotations from ' Purana' which are not to be found in the existing versions of any Purana* though the same idea is found in different words. The Mahabharata refers clearly to the Puranas and recounts several legends from them. There is a verse in the Mahabharata mentioning the 18 Puranas by name, but the verse may be a later interpolation.
On these grounds we infer that the species of literature known as Purana existed from very early times dating even before the Mahabharata; but the Puranas, as we have them now, seem to be of recent origin. The Amarakosa defines the Purana as works dealing with five different topics, namely the main and the secondary creations, the geneology of gods and saints, the epochs of the several Manus and the various dynasties of kings. (Vide Appendix A-5.)
But the Puranas as we have them now devote only a minor attention to these, whereas sectarian matter like the worship of one deity or the othsr occupies a predominent part. Each Purana is distinctly either Vilsfhnavite or Saivite and recounts the legends about